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THE IMPACT OF SOCIAL MEDIA ON MENTAL HEALTH IN                       
                                  ADOLESCENCE

Introduction
The rapid biological, cognitive, and psychosocial changes are characteristic of the adolescent development period. During this time, the process of forming a stable sense of identity begins to take shape, as well as expanding relationships with peers and dealing with increasing independence. Over the last decade, social media has become deeply embedded in teens' lives, with platforms like Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and value systems. Even though through social media we have access to knowledge, opportunities for connection, and personal expression, it is necessary to consider the potential risks to adolescents' mental health, including increased anxiety, depression, body dissatisfaction, and low self-esteem, as discussed by experts. To understand this demand, it is important to pay attention not only to empirical evidence but also to theories that explain why adolescents may be particularly vulnerable to the psychological effects of social media platforms.  
This essay will be based on Erikson's psychosocial development theory and Bowlby's attachment theory to explore how and why adolescents' mental health can be affected by exposure to social media. Combining research findings with development theories, the discussion will show that social media interacts with important developmental needs—like forming an identity and feeling secure in relationships—in ways that can both help and harm a teenager's well-being.

Using Erikson’s Theory to Analyse the Impact of Social Media on Adolescence Mental Health
The use of social media among teenagers has increased dramatically, with recent data from the UK showing that 97% of young people aged 12 to 15 use social media regularly (Ofcom, 2023). This raises red flags and concern about the mental health of our teens. Numerous studies indicate that symptoms of anxiety and depression are closely linked to social media use.For example, a longitudinal study by Kelly et al. (2018) found that higher social media use among 14-year-old girls was associated with an increase in depressive symptoms, partially mediated by online harassment and disrupted sleep.
Similarly, Keles et al. (2020) did a systematic review showing consistent links between social media use and depression, anxiety, and psychological distress in teenagers. So, we can say that pre-existing vulnerabilities get stronger at a stage where emotional control and self-awareness are really developing. Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development provides a useful lens for understanding why adolescents may be particularly sensitive to the pressures of social media. According to Erikson (1968), adolescence is defined by the stage of identity versus role confusion, during which individuals strive to form a coherent sense of self. We see social media platforms encouraging people to show off their bodies and the habit of comparing themselves to others, seeking feedback and exerting influence during such an important development stage. Many versions of themselves are idealized online, chasing validation through more likes, comments, and followers. This can sometimes help them figure out who they really are, but without solid emotional foundations and guidance, it can put pressure on them to meet unrealistic standards. Research shows that social comparison on social media is strongly linked to lower self-esteem and increased depressive symptoms (Vogel et al., 2014). At this stage, where a teenager's identity is forming, they easily internalize negative feedback, as well as encounter feelings of inadequacy when they come across idealized representations online and compare themselves to them. According to Erikson, the importance of peer relationships in identity formation is highlighted. Social media intensifies peer influence, offering access to others' opinions, behaviours, and social interactions. This can increase feelings of exclusion or fear of missing out (FOMO), which have been linked to anxiety and lower life satisfaction (Przybylski et al., 2013).
Concerns about body image also intersect with Erikson's identity phase. Platforms like Instagram and TikTok often promote content focused on appearance, and exposure to idealized images has been linked to body dissatisfaction among adolescents (Fardouly & Vartanian, 2016). For young people who are forming their identity, negative body image can contribute to role confusion and emotional distress.
Erikson's theory helps explain why these pressures are especially pronounced during adolescence: young people are actively constructing their identities, and social media provides both the tools and the challenges that shape this process.

The application of Bowlby`s Theory in Analysing The Impact of social midia on mental health in adolescence.
While Erikson's theory highlights vulnerabilities related to identity, Bowlby's attachment theory offers insight into how social media can affect the emotional security and relationships of adolescents. Bowlby (1969) argued that early attachment experiences shape internal models of functioning that influence relationships and emotional regulation in the future.

Research by Nesi et al. (2018) suggest that adolescents with insecure attachment styles are more likely to use social media in problematic ways, including constantly checking, emotionally depending on online feedback, and being more sensitive to rejection online. This can worsen symptoms of anxiety and depression, especially when online interactions are negative or inconsistent.

Cyberbullying is another area where attachment theory offers insights. Adolescents with insecure attachments may be more vulnerable to the emotional impact of online harassment due to lower resilience and weaker support networks. Cyberbullying has been consistently linked to increased depression, anxiety, and suicidal ideation (Hamm et al., 2015). Bowlby's theory suggests that adolescents who lack secure attachment relationships may have difficulty coping with these experiences, leading to more serious mental health consequences. I personally heard the testimony of the mother of a teenager who couldn't stop playing online games, not even to use the toilet or eat meals, requiring medical intervention.

Social media can also disrupt attachment-related processes by interfering with family relationships. Spending time in front of a screen can decrease opportunities for meaningful interaction between parents and children, which is essential for maintaining attachment security during adolescence. A study by Domoff et al. (2019) found that increased use of social media was associated with reduced family communication and increased conflict.
When teenagers turn to social media for emotional support instead of seeking out caregivers, attachment bonds can weaken, leading to emotional insecurity and potential mental health problems.
On the other hand, the same attachment theory explains the possible benefits of social media. For teens with secure attachments, social media can boost the feeling of social connection and provide additional support networks. Online communities can offer spaces for self-expression, identity exploration, and peer support, especially for young people who feel marginalized outside of the internet.
Research by Best et al. (2014) suggests that social media can improve well-being when used to strengthen existing relationships or connect with supportive communities. So, social media isn't always bad; They interact with our attachment styles to affect mental health outcomes.

Integrating Erikson’s and Bowlby’s theories highlights that social media affects adolescents not simply because of the content they encounter, but because it intersects with core developmental needs. Adolescents are forming identities and seeking attachment security, and social media can either support or undermine these processes. For some, social media provides opportunities for connection, creativity, and self-expression.
For others, it introduces pressures, comparisons, and risks that exacerbate vulnerabilities. The theoretical perspectives emphasise that adolescents are not passive recipients of social media influence; their developmental stage and attachment histories shape how they interpret and respond to online experiences.

Conclusion
In conclusion, social media has a significant impact on adolescent mental health, with research consistently linking heavy use to increased anxiety, depression, body dissatisfaction, and reduced self-esteem. Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development explains how social media interacts with the adolescent task of identity formation, amplifying pressures related to self-presentation, peer acceptance, and social comparison. Bowlby’s attachment theory highlights how social media can influence emotional security, particularly for adolescents with insecure attachment patterns who may rely heavily on online validation or struggle with negative online interactions.
Together, these theories show that the impact of social networks is closely linked to developmental processes, shaping how adolescents live and react to online environments. While social media can bring benefits, its risks are especially acute during adolescence, the need for supportive relationships, digital literacy education, and balanced use to promote healthy development and well-being.
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